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California Press, 1986. 189 pp. $16.95.
In his book, The Youngest Science, Lewis Thomas tells of his concern that the
humane aspects of medicine along with the unique essence of the doctor-patient
relationship may be disappearing. He writes:
the close-up, reassuring, warm touch ofthe physician, the comfort and concern,
the long, leisurely discussions in which everything including the dog can be
worked into the conversation ... caring for sick people, might soon be taken
away, leaving the ... quite different occupation of looking after machines [pp.
59-60].
The loss of the humane side of medicine is a growing concern among physicians, and
the need to rekindle the doctor-patient relationship has been a central theme of what
has been referred to as the "humanistic movement in medicine." Sentiments of this
movement are evident in the writings ofLewis Thomas, William Carlos Williams, and
others. These sentiments are also present in this book. The authors make an attempt to
illuminate medical cases through the use of literary parallels and stress the insight
gained through an examination of literature. They write that "medicine is not lifeless:
it treats the stuff of life. Physicians could profit from intense exposure to the colorful,
rich, feeling, expressive, and probing language ofliterature."
This book consists of ten chapters. Each chapter is composed of the following three
parts: a case study (presented in the first person from the physician's viewpoint), an
attempt to find similar situations embodied in the works of such authors as Freud,
Tolstoy, Maugham, Hemingway, and Shakespeare, and a discussion of the insight
gained by placing medical situations in a broader literary/human context.
The cases themselves are absorbing and sensitive accounts of the physician's
perception ofvarious difficult situations (e.g., a diagnosis ofcancer, a case in which the
doctor hates the patient, and the like). The authors are correct, however, when they
write "our book is but a small beginning." Essentially, each chapter embodies an entire
work, and for the most part, the authors merely skim the surface. Perhaps a more
focused work would have been preferable.
Despite this problem, several of the chapters are superb. The chapter entitled "The
Survivor" takes an interesting medical problem and puts it in a much broader context.
In addition, the introductory essay discusses with remarkable clarity a number of the
problems in medicine and medical education today. This book, a briefforay into some
of the more humanistic aspects of medicine, should be of interest to all practicing
physicians.
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